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Rare Books at Harvard 
Mr. Jackson holds the posts of assistant li-
brarian in charge of rare books and pro-
fessor of bibliography at Harvard Univer-
sity and has been in charge of the Hough-
ton Library since its opening in the spring 
of 1941. 
THE BOOKS w h i c h Sir K e n e l m D i g b y gave H a r v a r d C o l l e g e in 1655 w e r e 
all, w i t h one exception, unhappily burned 
in the fire of 1764. F r o m the list of them 
w h i c h has come d o w n to us they w e r e 
apparently rather solid, patriotic tomes, 
w h i c h very likely were bound in the same 
handsome calf or morocco, decorated w i t h 
his cipher, as w e r e the books w h i c h he 
gave to the Bodleian or those w h i c h occur 
occasionally on the market f rom his li-
brary, seized by the K i n g of France on his 
death. If w e trace the vicissitudes through 
w h i c h the single surviv ing vo lume has 
passed, w e may have some notion of the 
reasons for the changing means by w h i c h 
the more valuable books belonging to the 
college have been protected. 
In 1667 the first set of " R u l e s for the 
L i b r a r y K e e p e r " provided " T h e r e shall be 
no lending or removing out of the L i b r a r y 
the new G l o b e s or books of extraordinary 
val lue but w i t h very great caution & upon 
extraordinary occasion." W h e t h e r at that 
time such books w e r e segregated or espe-
cially marked w e do not k n o w , but later 
w e learn that at the annual inspection of 
the Vis i t ing C o m m i t t e e "prohibi ted" books 
w e r e removed f r o m their closet and put 
on the shelves in their places for the day. 
Furthermore, in 1764, w h e n Nathanie l 
H u r d made H a r v a r d ' s first bookplate, 
some copies were struck off w i t h red ink 
to be affixed to the books of special value. 
U n t i l 1840, w h e n G o r e H a l l w a s com-
pleted, the m a j o r dangers f rom w h i c h 
H a r v a r d ' s books needed to be protected 
were fire, theft , careless handling, binders' 
knives, and the fortunes of w a r . T h e losses 
suffered in the fire of 1 7 6 4 are w e l l 
k n o w n ; losses of the more valuable books, 
or rather of w h a t then w e r e considered 
the more valuable, by theft or careless 
handl ing were presumably kept to a mini-
mum by the "c loset" system. T h e binders, 
however , were a more serious hazard. 
T h e leather which they used w a s evidently 
a local product, and their handiwork, 
whi le pleasant in appearance, has not gen-
erally been as long lasting as most European 
bindings of the same period. In the case of 
the surviving D i g b y volume, w h i c h appar-
ently w a s rebound about 1800, not only 
have the hinges cracked but, far worse, the 
motto and signature of the donor, wr i t ten 
at the top of the title page, have been badly 
cropped. O n e cannot forbear suspecting 
that the original D i g b y binding might 
have been repaired w i t h proper care and 
materials. F inal ly , w e n o w have no 
means of k n o w i n g w h a t may have been 
the losses and damage suffered w h e n in 
1 7 7 5 the l ibrary w a s dismantled and re-
moved to C o n c o r d and A n d o v e r . 
G o r e H a l l w i t h its extensions and 
"modern improvements," together w i t h the 
g r o w t h and industrialization of C a m -
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bridge, presented n e w problems and haz-
ards. A l t h o u g h a fireproof bui lding ac-
cording to the standards of that day, it had 
been rather cheaply constructed, w i t h more 
attention to external architecture than to 
solidity and soundness. F o r example, it 
had only single w a l l s w h i c h permitted con-
densation and moisture, a condition to 
w h i c h previously H a r v a r d ' s books had not 
been subjected and of w h i c h all too many 
volumes testify that L i b r a r i a n Sibley's 
complaints on that score w e r e more than 
justified. T h e cast-iron stacks w h i c h w e r e 
erected in the addition of 1875 and of 
w h i c h some remnants remain in the M u -
seum of C o m p a r a t i v e Z o o l o g y , w e r e of or-
namental , V i c t o r i a n design and prickly 
w i t h projections, bolts, and roughnesses 
w h i c h w e r e not entirely eliminated f rom 
H a r v a r d ' s shelving unti l the erection of 
the stacks described below. I t is nearly 
miraculous, for example, that a large-paper 
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set of W a l t o n ' s Polyglot in fine contempo-
rary morocco, recently transferred f r o m 
open stacks, has survived almost un-
scratched. 
Atmospheric Conditions 
F a r more dangerous, however , w e r e the 
introduction of steam heat in 1875 and 
the dirt and atmospheric acids w h i c h are 
a concomitant of modern city l i f e — t h e 
C h a m b e r of C o m m e r c e n o w describes 
C a m b r i d g e as the third industrial city of 
N e w E n g l a n d . T h e steam heat reduced 
still fur ther the l o w humidity normal to a 
N e w E n g l a n d w i n t e r and increased the 
variation between the dryness of w i n t e r 
and the dampness of summer, w i t h only 
too evident deterioration and w a r p i n g of 
leather and v e l l u m bindings. U n t i l the 
introduction of central heat, the conditions 
in the H a r v a r d l ibrary in this respect pre-
sumably w e r e not much different f r o m 
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those obtaining in a European country 
house. T h e polluted air aided in the dis-
integration of the bindings and, even more 
serious, of the paper and ink. T h e dam-
age caused by this condition is of ten diffi-
cult to measure and, indeed, varies great ly 
according to the chemical composition of 
the paper. W h i l e many of the oldest 
books show litt le signs of deterioration, 
there are large numbers of seventeenth 
century C e n t r a l European books and some 
popular l i terature of all countries f r o m 
the earliest times, of w h i c h the paper is 
badly discolored and w e a k . T h i s is, of 
course, due more to the poor quality of the 
paper used than to the acids in the air, but 
if these books, and a large portion of the 
books of the last hundred years w h i c h w e 
or posterity may consider most valuable, 
are to be preserved at all, it must be under 
conditions w h i c h w i l l protect the paper 
f r o m all h a r m f u l agents. 
T h e provisions made for the care of rare 
books in the H a r r y Elk ins W i d e n e r M e -
morial L i b r a r y , w h i c h w a s completed in 
1 9 1 5 , w i t h one exception, differed only in 
size f r o m those of G o r e H a l l . F o r the 
first time, a special reading room w a s pro-
vided w h e r e the books and manuscripts 
could be consulted under supervision. 
T h e r e w a s a primitive f o r m of air condi-
tioning, it is true, and somewhat later a 
h u m i d i f y i n g sprayer w a s installed in the 
stacks, but the equipment could not cope 
w i t h the great ly increasing dirt and harm-
f u l gases in the air. 
Houghton Library 
B y 1940 the collections segregated in the 
T r e a s u r e R o o m numbered over one hun-
dred thousand volumes and occupied por-
tions of three levels of the W i d e n e r stacks. 
A t that t ime an alumnus, A r t h u r A m o r y 
H o u g h t o n , Jr . , by his understanding and 
munificence, made possible the erection of 
the H o u g h t o n L i b r a r y for the care of the 
rare books and manuscripts of H a r v a r d 
Univers i ty , and the bui lding w a s formal ly 
opened the end of F e b r u a r y 1942. 
A l t h o u g h , because of impending short-
ages, the construction w a s somewhat 
rushed, the general design and almost all 
the special features have proved their utili-
ty and practicability, so that there is very 
little that w e n o w might prefer had been 
done differently. T h e dangers that have 
a lways been present in the minds of cus-
todians of rare book collections have been 
provided against by, in some cases, novel 
methods. F o r example, since the bui lding 
is of Class A construction throughout w e 
are not much worr ied about fire. T h e 
danger of damage f rom w a t e r has been 
guarded against by reason of the inch and 
a half of cork and asphaltum w h i c h covers 
all outside wal ls , basement floor, and roof, 
w h i l e all horizontal runs of w a t e r pipes 
have beneath them w i d e copper trays 
w h i c h w o u l d both carry off the w a t e r 
f rom a leak and give w a r n i n g of the fact 
that a leak had started. T r a p doors have 
been provided at all turns in the pipes so 
that repair w o r k can, if ever it should be 
needed, be carried out expeditiously. 
T h r e e of the six floors in the bui lding 
are open to the public, but the stairs and 
doors are so arranged that all book storage 
parts of the building are separated f r o m 
the public w i t h a minimum of locked 
doors. T h e reading room, some thirty-five 
by f i f ty feet, has doors w i t h electric locks, 
w o r k e d f rom the attendants' desk, w h i c h 
prevent a reader's leaving before his books 
have been returned. A guard stationed at 
the only public entrance examines all bags 
and may be warned f r o m several parts of 
the bui lding by means of a buzzer . W e are 
n o w experimenting w i t h invisible fluores-
DECEMBER, 1943 33 
cent m a r k i n g of the books and may soon be 
ready to give them that fur ther protection 
against theft . 
T h e specially designed shelves are of 
steel, w i t h wel l -rounded edges and rubbed 
enamel several coats thick. T h e y have no 
project ing screwheads or other sharp cor-
ners. W e are as rapidly as possible put-
ting fragi le bindings in fo ld ing box-cases 
and w e should have experimented w i t h 
cushioned patent leather pads for w o r k i n g 
surfaces had not a w a r shortage prevented. 
W e made our o w n book ends f rom cast 
concrete bricks covered w i t h cardboard 
and buckram by the l ibrary bindery. 
T h e y have been very satisfactory and there 
is no danger of their " k n i f i n g " a book. 
B u t careless handl ing is still a human 
matter and w e are human. 
Air Conditioning 
T h e air condit ioning arrangements have 
been in use n o w for t w o years and w e have 
been able to observe h o w adequate they are 
both as recorded by the instruments and as 
they affect the books. T h e temperature 
throughout the year is a constant 70°, ex-
cept on a f e w of the hottest days in summer 
w h e n it may rise to 7 5 0 . T h e humidity is 
maintained at 50, except for a very f e w days 
in w i n t e r w h e n it may drop to 45 or in 
summer w h e n it may rise to 55. D u r i n g 
this past summer, however , it never rose 
above 52. U n d e r such conditions even old 
cloth bindings seemed to regain their youth. 
T h e air is cleaned by a triple process of 
washing, f i ltering, and electrical precipita-
tion, w h i c h w h i l e not perfect is very nearly 
so. T h e books do need occasional c leaning 
but not nearly so much as in former times. 
T h e y are protected f r o m the action of sun-
l ight by reason of the fact that in those 
sections of the bui lding w h e r e books are 
preserved very f e w w i n d o w s are included. 
T h i s w a s done first of all because w e 
wished to use all possible w a l l space for 
storage but also because w i t h air condi-
tioning w i n d o w s w e r e unnecessary and 
direct sunlight is notoriously injurious to 
bindings and paper. 
Exhibit Space 
T h r o u g h o u t the bui lding the w a l l s in 
all rooms open to the public have been 
uti l ized for the exhibition of book collec-
tions. A good deal of time and thought 
has been expended on the arrangement of 
these permanent exhibits, and after the 
w a r w e expect to have an even more elabo-
rate series of them than w e n o w have. In 
the exhibition room proper, w h e r e our in-
cunabula and medieval manuscripts are 
kept behind glass around the wal ls , w e 
have provided special l ight ing in the f o r m 
of Z y l o n tubes behind louver glass, so ar-
ranged that they do not heat the books but 
t h r o w a soft l ight upon them w i t h o u t the 
source being evident. T h e exhibition cases 
are l ighted in much the same w a y , and 
w h e n tested w i t h recording instruments the 
l ights have failed to alter the temperature 
or humidity one degree. 
W o r k space w a s provided for the staff 
of the present day, but it w a s planned that 
as our top floor is gradual ly opened up 
w i t h rooms for special collections these 
rooms w i l l be uti l ized as offices for various 
members of the staff, w h o w i l l l ikewise 
supervise that part of the bui lding w h e n 
open to the public. Insofar as w e have 
experimented w i t h that method of housing 
the staff it appears that it w i l l be practi-
cable. 
W h e n the bui lding w a s opened there 
w a s shelf room for a collection twice the 
size of that w h i c h w a s put in it. W e had 
hoped that the provision of facilities to 
care for rare books properly w o u l d add to 
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the number of g i f ts w h i c h w e might re-
ceive. I t is apparent that that has had a 
great influence upon the g r o w t h of the li-
brary, and it is not unlikely that the build-
ing w i l l be filled wi th in less than f i fteen 
years. W i t h that in mind, provision 
has been made in the foundations for pass-
age to additional stacks to be built under-
ground. If they should be called for in a 
f e w years, there w i l l be many problems 
then to be solved, but their solution should 
be a happy burden, for it w i l l mean that 
the collections are that much more useful 
and extensive. 
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